
PEOPLE AND PLANNING

The Skeffington Committee was appointed in 1968 to look at ways of involving the
wider public in the formative stages of local development plans. It was the first con-
certed effort to encourage a systematic approach to resident participation in planning
and the decision-making process, in contrast to the entirely top-down process created by
the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act.
The origins of the Skeffington Report lay in the 1965 publication by the Planning

Advisory Group of The Future of Development Plans, which recommended changes to
the planning system to include much greater public participation. It called for all plans to
be publicly debated in full, with the opportunity for representations to be made
throughout the entire preparation process. There was also a growing realisation of the
impact of the American planning experience and a growth of interest in the concept of
participatory democracy as opposed to representative democracy.
However, the immediate impact of the Skeffington Committee was limited. It was

criticized as being too ambiguous and as encouraging nothing more than greater pub-
licity and as ‘educating’ residents from the planners’ perspective. ‘Participation’ was
inadequately defined and the Report was seen to simply promote a more efficient
system by convincing people of the virtues of planning. Local authorities used and
undermined the idea of participation to simply speed up the planning process by giving
their decisions a seal of legitimacy. Technocrats and local authorities simply subverted
the ambiguities of the Report for their own purposes.
Yet this is to underestimate the long-term impact of the underlying principles first

expressed in the Skeffington Report. It has been a long and tortuous process and in
many respects it remains a difficult ideal to implement in an entirely satisfactory and
systematic way. Nevertheless, the concept of participation established by the Report has
continued to be a central consideration in planning.
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INTRODUCTION

The Skeffington Committee was appointed in 1968 to look at ways of involving the
wider public in the formative stages of local development plans. It was seen as the first
concerted effort to encourage a systematic approach to resident participation in planning
and the decision-making process. The state had limited experience on which to develop
the idea but it was part of a broader trend designed to encourage more direct forms of
participatory democracy. This was the start of a long process by which the state pro-
moted public participation not only in planning but in the management of council
housing, schools, social services and community development. As such, it set a vital
precedent which continued to evolve over the ensuing decades. It was the point at
which the state accepted an obligation to include people in the decision-making process,
to actually ask them for their opinions.
The immediate impact was limited. It was never binding but was meant as a guide

and was criticized as being too ambiguous, as encouraging nothing more than greater
publicity and as little more than an attempt at ‘educating’ residents from the planners’
perspective. Local authorities used and subverted the idea of participation to speed up a
planning process which had often become dogged by lengthy and expensive delays. In
doing so, it appeared that a consensus had been reached, giving their decisions a seal of
legitimacy. The Report’s recommendations have been seen as mundane, a reflection on
the distance which local authorities would have to travel to make participation a reality
(Cullingworth and Nadin 1994, 252). Technocrats employed by local authorities simply
subverted the ambiguities of the Report for their own purposes. Yet this is to underestimate
the long-term impact of the underlying principles first expressed in the Skeffington Report.
It was extremely important not because of the short-term impact but because it was the
moment when the planning process stopped being entirely driven from above, when it
was no longer just about the vested interests of local government, developers, techno-
crats and investors. By giving people a voice, it marked the start of a shift in perspective
and in governance. What participation means in practice is still debateable, but it is still
debated. The idea that people should have a right to be heard in the planning process
and that they should not be ignored by planning professionals has continued to develop
since Skeffington. It has been a long and convoluted process and, in many respects, it
remains a difficult concept to implement in an entirely satisfactory and systematic way,
but the ideal of participation is still relevant and remains a central consideration in
planning. Public consultations take place on a range of planning research and projects.
Conceptually, participation emerged most noticeably in the 1960s and early 1970s,

though partial engagement can be traced back to the 1940s (e.g. see Larkham [in press]).
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Influential figures such as Max Lock developed and promoted a more inclusive approach
to planning. Lock was one of the most influential figures in synthesizing planning with
ideas about social concerns. His work in the war, and on the Hull and Hartlepool plans,
developed the idea of using a civic diagnosis, of taking a regional approach to planning
which would incorporate physical, social and economic factors. In 1943 he published
Civic Diagnosis: A Blitzed City Analysed, an outline of the Hull Regional Survey, in
which he used maps, photographs and diagrams in an attempt to engage with a broader
public (Lock 1943; see also Darling 2007). In 1944, Lock was tasked with producing the
Middlesbrough redevelopment plan. His proposals were presented to the public through
a successful public exhibition, cheap pamphlets and public meetings. Both were attempts
to place people at the centre of the process, using various public groups to collate data
and making extensive use of surveys.
Despite Lock’s pioneering techniques, the planner was still at the centre of the whole

process. Participation was defined in terms of publicity and education. It gave the
appearance of consultation and, as such, was a means of legitimizing the process. It was
an approach which was, generally, replicated in the 1950s. However, the notion of
participation as a means of developing social and political processes was increasingly
discussed by critics from the far left to liberals alike in the 1960s. Diverse interpretations
pointed to the difficulties in pinning down a definition. There was a disparity between
what critics aspired to achieve through participation and what was actually attainable.
Supporters of the concept believed that the institutional structures of modern states
discouraged participation or they exploited the ideal for limited types of participation
which did not challenge their power and authority (Parry 1972, vii). Others maintained
that participation was an idealized pipedream which was incongruous with the reality of
modern life and the scale and complexity of government (Bulpitt 1972, 302). Problems
in developing effective participation included both the low levels of commitment and
involvement and the failure of democratic institutions to promote the concept (Finer
1972; Kavanagh 1972). Nevertheless, the theoretical benefits of participation in an
effective democracy were supported by some political scientists. Dennis Kavanagh
believed that there were sound reasons to encourage the broadest possible political par-
ticipation and that wide participation was a ‘useful means of buttressing stability’ in a
liberal-democracy (Kavanagh 1972, 123).
Participation was promoted as a means of extending democracy, of creating a plur-

alistic participatory democracy. It is based on the democratic rationale that citizens have
a right to be involved in the decision-making processes which affect their lives (Rydin
2006, 2). What is essentially a pluralistic view associated with social inclusion, the
underlying inference is that social content can and should be channelled through public
involvement. This involvement can, notionally, serve a strategic purpose by diffusing
conflict and thereby consequently smoothing out the policy process (Rydin 2006, 3).
‘Conflict’ and the need to smooth out the policy process were key factors in the

attempts to implement participation in the planning process. Interest in the concept of
participation in planning was a reaction to a series of perceived failures, that ‘when we
build again we must do better’, and the excessive power of private capital. The idea of
citizen participation had become popular in the USA from the 1950s when an idealized
belief in the benefits of participation emerged (Damer and Hague 1971, 218).1 How-
ever, despite some experimental initiatives, fully inclusive participation was difficult to
generate and planning decisions affecting localities were, as with the redevelopment
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plans of the 1940s, often not influenced by the participation that did take place (Rydin
2006, 2; Larkham [in press]).
Nevertheless, the impact of the American experience was one of the five reasons Sean

Damer and Cliff Hague identified as underpinning the relatively rapid growth of interest
in the idea of public participation in the planning process in Britain.2 They also pointed
to interest in the social ethic of planning, a growth in the concept of participatory
democracy as opposed to representative democracy, a long history of delays and bottle-
necks in the administration and processing of plans and a ‘growth of public interest in
the urban environment’ as instrumental in placing participation into policy debates
(Damer and Hague 1971, 217).
People had become increasingly dissatisfied and frustrated with many of the decisions

made by planning authorities in the 1950s and 1960s. Besides the delays which caused
years of misery, there was also a reaction to the impact of urban renewal programmes
which led to disputes over planning issues and which had led to the displacement of the
poor and disadvantaged. Liberal Americans had promoted the idea of advocacy planning
as a way of representing the voices of the silent (Damer and Hague 1971, 218). Coupled
to this were broader social and cultural changes. An emerging ‘welfare’ and ‘consumer’
society demanded better services, social as well as material, and some people were
increasingly less willing to be deferential (Shapely 2007; see also Levin and Donnison
1969, 475).3 Gradually, the activities of the state, local government and professional
planners and architects were being demystified and challenged.
The ‘mystification’ had been created by technocrats in post-war Britain. Problems in

planning were highlighted in Britain throughout the 1950s and early 1960s. Interest in
planning began in the late nineteenth century, with Ebenezer Howard and the Garden
City Movement, and legislation gradually culminated in the 1947 Town and Country
Planning Act, which established the framework for post-war planning. By this stage, the
social ethic of planning had evolved (see, for example, Stevenson 1986). Central to this
ethic was the belief that good planning would end the Victorian squalor that had
blighted British inner urban areas. The 1947 Act gave local planning authorities, and
local county and borough councils, sweeping new powers to control all future devel-
opment in their areas. Density levels would be tightly controlled. They were also
required to produce their own development plan which they had to submit to the
Minister of Housing and Local Government (initially the Minister of Town and
Country Planning). These plans had to be reviewed and resubmitted for approval every
five years. A public inquiry had to be held to consider objections. However, in practice,
it took years to prepare plans, get them approved and then start implementation. By that
time, they were often out of date (Levin and Donnison 1969, 474).

Origins of the Skeffington Report

The planning and redevelopment of large inner-city areas was created and implemented
without any meaningful public consultation. It was driven by small groups of techno-
crats and a few councillors. The entire process was jealously guarded and controlled
from the centre of local government. Citizens remained ignorant of what was happening
and when it was going to happen. In practice, redevelopment programmes which could
last 20–30 years created miserable blight for residents forced to live in and around
clearance areas.4 The Planning Advisory Group was appointed in 1964 to examine the
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planning system. It published the report, The Future of Development Plans, in the
following year. This highlighted a number of systemic problems and the subsequent
decline in public confidence (Great Britain 1965). The whole system was unwieldy and
the Group felt that the government should only give approval to broad plans and not
get bogged down in the detail of large development plans (Damer and Hague 1971,
220). The Group believed that the detail should be left to the local authorities and that
this should be seen as an opportunity to involve the public in the planning process.
They asserted that the future planning system should have ‘greater scope for public
participation’ thereby winning public support for plans (Great Britain 1965, 11).
The state’s commitment to participation was explicitly recognized by the 1968 Town

and Country Planning Act. It called for public discussion of planning decisions during the
formative stages of the process when they could still be directly influenced by residents. The
Act required planning authorities to publicize reports into the surveys of the proposed
development areas, to inform people of their right to have the opportunity to make
their views known and of the duty of planning authorities to provide the opportunity
(Levin and Donnison 1969, 475). At the second reading of the Bill, Anthony Greenwood,
the Minister of Housing and Local Government, stated that above all he was ‘deter-
mined that there shall be more real public participation in planning’, and that he wanted
people to have a ‘much better chance of being involved in the planning of the area they
live in and of influencing it’. He claimed that ‘bringing people into planning means a
good deal more than the “right” to inspect plans and object to them’, and that he
wanted to make sure that people got to ‘know what the planning authority is proposing
to include in its plans before attitudes harden’ (Hansard 1968b, col. 1388). Greenwood
emphasized that local authorities had to take public participation seriously and must take
full and proper account of objections to plans (Hansard 1968a, col. 1366). There was
little opposition to the idea of participation in planning. Labour MP, Frederick Willey,
described the ‘harmony that reigns between the two Front Benches’ whilst adding that
there was a pressing need ‘for wider participation of the public in the processes of
planning’ (Hansard 1968b, col. 1388).
Despite the apparent embrace, traditional Labour culture was hostile to the idea of

citizen participation. Labour’s customary outlook was to maintain central control over the
political process, that political outcomes were more important than the actual process
(Fielding 2003, 191). Progress would be made through tight control over expanding
state machinery. This was seen as the means of achieving growth and wealth redis-
tribution (Fielding 2003, 194). The idea of increasing participation in politics was put on
the backburner. Many, including Wilson, believed that most people continued to be
apathetic and disengaged with political processes (Fielding 2003, 195). It was felt that
only a few interfering members of the middle classes, who were hostile to Labour, really
wanted participation. However, this failure to expand social democracy was questioned
by young radicals in the 1960s. The over-centralized state was being openly criticized by
the late 1960s, though members from the left and right of the Party had long advocated
greater active citizen involvement in politics. Tony Benn led the calls for participation,
claiming in 1968 that people were tired of having policy dictated to them and that they
wanted a greater voice in the decision-making process (Fielding 2003, 196).
In March 1968, the Labour government asked Arthur Skeffington, Labour MP for

Hayes and Harlington and, from 1967 to 1970, Private Secretary to the Minister of
Housing and Local Government, to chair a committee to look into the best ways of
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improving communication between planning authorities and residents and to recom-
mend ways of getting the public involved in forming the actual plan.5 The Skeffington
Committee, which consisted of 26 members, conducted research over a 16-month
period with a remit to look into methods that would improve publicity and create
effective public participation.6 Their immediate aim was to suggest practical ways of
implementing participation in planning, both structure and local plans, as sanctioned by
the 1968 Town and Country Planning Act. They received ideas and comments from
over 400 organizations and individuals. Submissions were debated by two working
groups and the full Committee, followed by further discussions with relevant bodies.
The Committee believed that authorities and the public alike were united in their

support of the principle of participation (Great Britain 1969, 1). Members understood
‘participation’ to refer to the ‘act of sharing in the formulation of policies and proposals’,
the provision of information by local planning authorities and the ‘opportunity to
comment on that information’ through the entire ‘plan-making process’ (Great Britain
1969, 1). They seemed to be clear that people should be ‘able to say what kind of
community they live in and how it should develop’, and that they should be able to do
so in ways which ‘influence the shape of our community’ so that communities ‘reflect
our best aspirations’ (Great Britain 1969, 3). They believed that when policies were
imposed from above it led to frustration and ‘all too easily to alienation between the
authority and people’, resulting in further dissatisfaction and ‘hurt’ (People and Planning
1969, 3). Participation was about empowerment, inclusion and extending democracy by
giving the ‘opportunity of serving the community and thereby becoming involved in its life,
contributing to its well-being and enriching its relationships’. Previously, some local
authorities had been successful in informing the public about development plans rather
than involving them in the decision-making process and, even when there had been an
attempt to include the public, it was usually only when ‘proposals were almost cut and
dried’, which actually led to the public viewing the local authority ‘more as an antago-
nist than as the representative of the community’ (Great Britain 1969, 3). Plans had
become barriers between the authority and the public, reinforcing the political separa-
tion between the two sides. Participation would build bridges and would mean that the
‘dangers of antagonism will be so much less’ and the ‘interchange between the authority
and people’ would become ‘more profitable’ as councillors and citizens alike would
have a greater knowledge of plans and processes.
The Committee recognized that some local authorities at home, such as Coventry,

and abroad had already championed participation. The Report was part of an evolutionary
process of change. The main recommendations included improvements to the flow of
information throughout the preparation of plans and the publication of a timetable
showing the opportunities for active resident participation. It called for all plans to be
publicly debated in full, with the opportunity for representations to be made throughout
the entire preparation process. The Report encouraged local authorities to convene
community forums and recommended the appointment of community development
officers to actively seek out public opinion and to feed this back into the planning
process. The community forum, they hoped, would provide ‘corporate discussion’ to
allow a ‘cross fertilisation of ideas’ and a ‘two-way flow of information’ between the
public and the planners.7 The idea was inspired by the Model Area Planning Councils in
the USA and similar experiments in Holland. Forums, they believed, could provide a
basis for continual dialogue throughout the planning process. They would be a conduit
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for the flow of information from the planner, a platform for discussion with the public
and a vehicle for further discussion thereafter (Great Britain 1969, 14). The Committee
was keen to include the quieter members of the wider public, which they believed
could best be achieved through local authorities employing community development
officers. Most people, they understood, would remain passively on the sidelines, but the
community development officer would make personal contacts, actively seeking out
opinions which would then be fed back into the planning process (Great Britain 1969,
16). The emphasis throughout the Report is on the need to engage with the whole
community affected by planning. Committee members were unequivocal in their belief
that every reasonable effort should be made to ‘inform and involve all member of the
community’ (Great Britain 1969, 23). They wanted to include the ‘non-joiner’ and not
just organized groups and the more opinionated members of a community. They
wanted surveys and initial proposals to be published in easily digestible forms and dis-
tributed to as wide an audience as possible. Besides the forums they wanted a series of
public meetings and exhibitions. These exhibitions should be simple, easily understood,
‘interesting, entertaining and exciting’ (Great Britain 1969, 29). These should be sup-
plemented, where possible, with 20-minute films or slides presented through overhead
projectors. This was meant to be about attracting attention and engaging the public by
using relevant methods. It was about avoiding jargon and making plans comprehensible.
The Report also wanted local authorities to let people know which of their ideas had or
had not been incorporated into the final plan and to explain the reasons for not
accepting any proposals (Great Britain 1969, 31).
Yet, as they also acknowledged, there were ‘limitations to this concept’, and, they

insisted from the outset, responsibility for development plans had to remain with the
planning authority. Participation was framed as a relatively narrow concept, as a means
of smoothing the process, and not as a mechanism for changing the democratic process.
As all plans demanded the ‘highest standards of professional skill’, the completion of the
plans ‘must be undertaken by the professional staff of the local planning authority’
(Great Britain 1969, 1). They wanted to improve understanding between the public and
the authority, to promote new ways of thinking and a new outlook, to educate and
inform (Great Britain 1969, 4). One of the planning problems they identified was the
large number of delays in implementing development plans. They were keen to speed
up the process, not to increase the delays. Part of the education process included
recognizing that ‘change is inevitable’, that population increases meant that ‘striving at
all costs to preserve what now exists’ might not be possible (Great Britain 1969, 11).
They claimed that although they did not want it to appear as if their comments merely
wanted the public to ‘play acolyte to the planning authority’s High Priest’, they were
also guarded against public views which might be ‘narrow, bigoted and ill informed’,
just as it was possible for the planning authority to be ‘autocratic, insensitive and stub-
born’ (Great Britain 1969, 11).
This was not about participation as a goal in its own right. Local authorities needed to

market and communicate their ideas, to ‘inform’ the wider public through controlling
information and by carefully managing their relationship with the media. A continual
and open dialogue was needed along with ‘imaginative advertisements at key stages in
the planning process’ (Great Britain 1969, 16–20). It was seen to be particularly
important to make use of radio and television for ‘publicizing planning matters’
(Great Britain 1969, 21). Ostensibly, this was part of the process of communicating
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proposals to as wide an audience as possible whilst plans were being formulated. But it
was also about educating the public and speeding up the planning process. The Report
stated that the public had to be ‘ready to recognize the need for steady progress’ when
plans were being prepared. Planning authorities should draw up a timetable when
embarking on preparing a plan, with clear target dates. The time for debate, therefore, would
always, by necessity, be restricted. They thought that even for the large structure plan a
period of only six weeks should be made for representations (Great Britain 1969, 39).
A key aim was ‘education’. Publicity was insufficient. What they wanted to do was to

‘secure a full understanding of the proposals and informed comment on them’ (Great
Britain 1969, 43). It was necessary to develop a ‘better public knowledge of planning’.
They wanted the state and local authorities to produce advisory booklets to explain the
‘nature and purpose of structure and local plans’, films that explained the ‘operation of
the new development plan system’ and exhibitions which actually disseminated general
information. School children and the general public should co-operate with planning
departments to ‘ensure that education about planning matters is part of … liberal and
civic’ education. Teachers should be trained in the ‘philosophy and practice of town and
country planning’. The Committee was effectively calling for the nation to be educated
in the ways of the planner. They believed that ‘better knowledge of planning is neces-
sary’, and that it was only when there was a ‘better public understanding of the purpose
of planning’ that the efforts of planning authorities would be ‘fully rewarded’ (Great
Britain 1969, 47). Local authorities had to act with more openness, but there had to be
‘give and take’ and the public, educated in the ways of planners, ‘should react con-
structively to the facts and ideas put before them’, leading plans to move ‘smoothly and
with reasonable speed’ (Great Britain 1969, 47).
The possible extra costs of arranging meetings, giving lectures, meeting individuals who

wanted to make representations, receiving and sending letters, holding exhibitions and
employing extra staff would, they recognized, add burdens on local authorities and
would ‘limit in practice what can be done’ (Great Britain 1969, 39). Significantly, they also
warned that ‘unless local planning authority members and officers and the public are
likewise committed to the principle and to its constructive implementation’ then the
‘practical recommendations we make will be arid’ (Great Britain 1969, 9). The success of
participation would depend ‘largely upon the local authority member’, and planning
department members had to engage with a full ‘programme of public meetings and
discussions with groups that will promote public participation’ (Great Britain 1969, 9).
Local authorities had to embrace the spirit of participation or it would be, at best, lip
service and pointless.

Responses to the Skeffington Report

The Committee believed that its findings and recommendations had unanimous support
(Levin and Donnison 1969, 473). However, immediate reactions were mixed. The
duality underpinning the Report, the tension between effective participation and effec-
tive planning implementation, was recognized by some contemporaries. On the one
hand, it was viewed by critics as a radical report which was designed to protect the
ordinary citizen in the face of the powerful bureaucrat, a promise to allow people to
participate in the decision-making process in matters of vital concern to themselves
(Garner 1979, 412). The Report seemed to encourage a fundamental shift in planning
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culture, one that would check the supremacy of the technocrat and give some power
back to the people affected by their decisions. It was hoped that the Report would have
a profound and lasting impact on the planning process. Peter Levin and Professor David
Donnison thought that it should leave a ‘constructive imprint on our planning procedures’
(Levin and Donnison 1969, 476). They highlighted how the recommendations meant
consulting people throughout the process and not upon completion, that decisions
could evolve as the plans were being formulated rather than leaving objections to the
end when the scope for change was minimal (Levin and Donnison 1969, 476). The
Report was apparently supporting participation in planning from start to finish. Levin
and Donnison thought that the idea that area surveys should be published and made
widely available was ‘refreshing’ and ‘encouraging’. They also welcomed the idea of
creating a standing community forum and of appointing new officials, such as the
community development officer, as ‘interesting’ (Levin and Donnison 1969, 476–7).
On the other hand, however, Levin and Donnison sounded a few early notes of

caution. They pointed out that participation and publicity could actually frustrate the
development process, leading to even greater delays. With a hint of scepticism, they
accused the Committee of viewing participation as a ‘pilgrim’s progress’ which would
automatically lead from the darkness of apathy and ignorance to the light of under-
standing and constructive action (Levin and Donnison 1969, 477). They wondered
whether the public would be better served by choosing representatives, professionals
who would be directly accountable to the electorate. Conflict, they argued, was almost
inevitable in the planning process and this would be better negotiated through elected
officials. They expressed cynicism about the Committee, suggesting that its members
were naive and accusing them of assuming that the procedures of a ‘Quaker meeting can
be adopted to the commercial, political, professional and racial rough house’ in which
planning decisions were carried out (Levin and Donnison 1969, 478). However, they
fell short of claiming the Committee members were more creditable than credible
because, as acknowledged, the Report was also a propaganda tool to sell the idea to
local authority officials. Nevertheless, they stated that the aims of participation needed to
be fully clarified and defined and that more work needed to be done on the planning
process and how many of those affected by decisions were often not only unrepresented
but ‘often unknown’ (Levin and Donnison 1969, 478). Although, they claimed, it
would be quite easy to guess ‘the kind of people whose voices would be heard’ at the
community forums, it was at least as important to ‘learn the needs of those who will not
be heard’.
Levin and Donnison’s early remarks on the Report proved insightful. Participation in

practice was fraught with difficulties. One of the main points of emphasis was on the
need to educate people in planning rationale. The Report stressed the need to teach the
public about the planners’ logic, to make them comprehend their viewpoint. This was a
process which should start in school and continue throughout adult life. It was believed
that this would lead to greater understanding and harmony between the public and the
planner, resulting in a much smoother process. People should be involved in their area
surveys, which would be controlled by planners, and which would facilitate co-operation.
This was not about challenging planning decisions. Rather, there was an assumption that
planners did, indeed, know best and that people were simply living in ignorance. They
needed to be informed and educated. The Report was criticized for effectively
encouraging nothing more than better public relations, for leading the public in order to
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make life easier for the planners. Damer and Hague believed that the planner would still
dominate the whole procedure and that the Report was, in their opinion, vague and
ambiguous and, as such, it was not really designed to promote participatory democracy
but to speed up the implementation process (Damer and Hague 1971, 226). Indeed, the
whole idea of participation was treated with some scepticism, as most people did not
engage with local politics and were unlikely to be motivated to do so unless there was a
tangible threat to their own interests and a real opportunity of influencing or over-
turning decisions (Damer and Hague 1971, 227–8). There were problems in defining
and monitoring the future ‘success’ of participation and, for Damer and Hague, there
was a need for a clear operational definition of public participation in different contexts to
give it clear meaning and, consequently, to be able to measure success rates (Damer and
Hague 1971, 228). The Committee was criticized for being too focused on improving an
inefficient planning system. This framed their perspective and shaped the entire report. It
was dismissed for being too one-sided as it focused on education and improving publicity,
telling the people what was going to happen rather than allowing meaningful contributions,
even though evidence suggested that the public were demanding to be more actively
involved (Damer and Hague 1971, 231).
The main focus was on information. Attempts to create community forums, the

appointment of community development officers, the commissioning of information
films to educate the public about planning constituted a limited attempt to build effective
participation. After a decade, only a few local authorities had appointed officers and
what public forums existed were sparsely attended (Garner 1979, 412). The whole
concept, as interpreted after the Report, was used and designed by professionals for their own
purposes (Boaden 1979). The Planning Advisory Group and the Skeffington Report
were criticized as being a vehicle for reducing public opposition to planning proposals.
They simply wanted to ‘inform’ and ‘educate’ by providing information in order to
control and manipulate the whole process (Bruton 1979). Skeffington still felt that while
the public should be able to influence the process, the planners should still be able to
make the final decision (Fielding 2003, 199). He believed that the process should build
bridges, bringing planners and public together in a spirit of friendly co-operation. The
Report was also designed to placate local authorities unconvinced of the need for par-
ticipation (Fielding 2003, 199). Organizations such as the London Boroughs Association
and the Urban District Councils Association remained sceptical (Fielding 2003, 199). Officials
in Whitehall found it difficult to manage the contradictions. They made it clear that
forums and development officers were not compulsory. Councils remained in charge.
Political enthusiasm was limited. In October 1968, Judith Hart was tasked with

promoting participation. She claimed that the welfare state had failed to react to
the demands of many users, that it was unresponsive and outdated and that people had
to be invited to actively participate (Fielding 2003, 198). She still believed that most
people did not want to get involved but thought there was a growing demand amongst
people to get involved in decisions affecting their communities. In 1969 she wrote
a Green Paper on the issue and advocated the creation of neighbourhood councils
which would fit into municipal wards. They would engage with council officials, attend
meetings and access information. This was not just about empowering the ‘people’. It
was more specific. Underpinning the Skeffington Report is a desire to give residents
who lacked the skills, confidence or experience a voice in decision-making. This was
evident in the proposal to appoint community development officers to actively seek out
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opinion, to act as a type of advocate. It was a tool for developing stable, cohesive
communities. Other government schemes were keen to encourage the same policy.
Wilson, however, dismissed the idea and moved Hart from her position as Paymaster
General (Fielding 2003, 198).

Participation in practice

Critics highlighted the problems in creating effective participation schemes in the 1970s.
The state had encouraged local authorities to develop consultation strategies in the
planning process by creating forums designed to facilitate discussion between local
authorities and the people affected by the planning decisions. The Department of the
Environment also supported the idea of housing participation schemes which they
hoped would bring tenants and council officials together regularly to manage housing
policy (Shapely 2007). However, despite these good intentions, creating effective mechan-
isms for consultation and participation proved problematic. In practice many local
authorities ignored the idea, others paid it lip service and some used the public forums as a
means to maintain local government authority, to speed up the planning process by
manipulating those forums which were created to achieve the aims desired by the council.
From the late 1960s through to the late 1970s, successive governments tried to pro-

mote greater community participation through experimental action-research schemes
such as the Community Development Project (CDP). Some tried to merge the idea of
the Project with the creation of community forums to discuss planning issues, but their
efforts highlighted the limitations of participation in planning. Amongst many other
initiatives, the twelve Community Development Project teams encouraged residents to
form groups that would engage in planning decisions affecting their areas. In 1973
Professor John Greve, advisor to the Home Office and Professor of Social Administration at
the University of Southampton, provided an early review of the CDP. Greve stated that
the CDP was a partnership between the state and local government and ‘of major impor-
tance for the residents of deprived areas’ in identifying needs and problems and in pro-
posing ways of dealing with them and ‘participating in the management of services and
other resources’ (Greve 1973, 119). One of the fundamental ideals of the CDP was the
reassertion of ‘democratic politics’ by increasing individual and communal capacities to
‘create or take opportunities’ and to ‘exercise self determination of their own lives’ and
of their environment (Greve 1973, 119). The Teams campaigned for better information and
communication from the local authorities, efficient boarding-up of condemned properties
and greater tenant participation and choice concerning the future of the whole area
([CDP] 1974a, 177). They wanted change to be accompanied with better communica-
tion. The CDP aimed to bring local government and public agencies closer to the
communities in housing, planning and environmental improvements. They intended to
use legislation and government initiatives (Action Areas, General Improvement Areas
and public participation) to give residents a much greater level of responsibility in the
decision-making process ([CDP] 1974a, 183).
The Teams achieved little. Their aim was to encourage and support ‘self-help within

the community’ and build the capacity for ‘participation in the processes of policy and
decision making and implementation affecting their lives’ (Home Office 1974, 1). But they
came up against oppositional authorities who controlled policy and, most importantly,
resources. Coventry provided an initial focal point. The creation of a community forum
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along the lines suggested by the Skeffington Committee was proposed. The council had
provided evidence to the Committee, claiming that it had consulted with residents
about rebuilding after the war and again from 1962 they had held a series of ward
meetings between residents and the planning authority (Humble and Talbot 1975, 2).
Their evidence pointed out that public participation usually involved the same minority
of organized groups. It was the council that urged Skeffington to engage total public
interest and to make people more aware of planning techniques. After the Report was
published, and the Hillfields district of Coventry had been chosen as one of the first
Community Development Project areas, Terence Gregory, the City Architect and
Planning Officer, suggested that the two initiatives should be combined. The CDP team
would incorporate the idea of a community forum to discuss planning proposals. In
1970, John Bennington was appointed Director of the Coventry CDP. He was keen on
developing the idea and he wrote to the council’s Policy Committee expressing the
hope that groups of residents could form around specific issues of interest, at which
point council officers could join local working parties to create an effective and relevant
community forum. Bennington believed that he had the support of local ward councillors.
However, there was resistance. He believed that ward councillors were unable to

‘influence even their own party very strongly’ on the idea of a community forum
(Humble and Talbot 1975, 5). Discussions dragged on throughout the year. In October,
the Planning and Development Committee agreed that the idea of a community forum
should be explored by Bennington, but, again, senior council officials including Gregory
continued to drag their feet. The Policy Committee again discussed the idea of the
forum on 22 March 1971 but, once more, deferred a decision. Bennington expressed his
frustration. He claimed that the ‘demand from the residents and the expectation from
the residents was there’, as was the formal commitment from the Project Committee,
but ‘we didn’t seem able to get anyone to actually act on it’ (Humble and Talbot 1975, 8).
Resident groups expressed a desire for an open and continual dialogue with the council,
but creating a forum proved impossible.
Theoretically, the council appeared to embrace the idea of participation, but in reality

officers and elected members resisted implementing any plans which might undermine
their own authority. Robert Aitken, Director of Education, claimed that although
Gregory was sympathetic to the ideas in the Skeffington Report, and of the idea of
community involvement and participation, he did not think that Gregory was ‘wedded
to the concept of a community forum’, and the council’s Chief Executive was decidedly
unconvinced (Humble and Talbot 1975, 3). Concern was expressed at the amount of
time and commitment needed if all senior council officers had to attend monthly
meetings, especially if the idea was replicated across the whole city. In August 1971 the
Policy Committee again deferred a decision on the community forum. Finally, on 20
September 1971, the Policy Committee formally rejected the proposal, claiming it
would place too many demands on officers’ time (Humble and Talbot 1975, 18).
Bennington believed that there was a more serious issue being debated. He claimed

that informal discussions had taken place in the Labour Party Group about a community
forum and the whole idea of public participation and that it had been a ‘very abrasive
discussion which is hostile towards us in many respects’ (Humble and Talbot 1975, 20).
The Group was divided between older members who favoured central control and
central planning and younger members who believed in the ‘need for new democratic
forms to be developed’ (Humble and Talbot 1975, 20). The council had stated that
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another sub-committee would be formed to look further into the idea but, Aitken
claimed, this was just ‘another device to put it off – another room behind another blank
room’ and that the real decision was to ‘shelve the whole idea, let it gather dust and
push it away somewhere’ (Humble and Talbot 1975, 21). For Aitken, the underlying
issue was the perceived loss of power and status. He believed that people were afraid of
the idea of a forum because ‘they can’t see how they fit in’, that councillors would feel
their ‘status in the community’ would be undermined and that professional planners
would have their ideas scrutinized in ways which could threaten their conceptual
approach to urban planning (Humble and Talbot 1975, 24). For Bennington, the forum
was a potential ‘threat to both the political and bureaucratic balance of power’ challen-
ging the top-down city-wide corporate management approach to policy (Humble and
Talbot 1975, 27).
As early as 1972 the Department of the Environment sent out a circular to local

authorities to provide comments on the Skeffington Report. It stated that although it
would be advantageous if different groups could meet to discuss planning issues, whether
this was ‘practical and how it should be done is essentially a local matter’ (DoE Circular
57/72, cited in Humble and Talbot 1975, 27). The forums were supposed to emerge
and evolve in response to the local plans and groups wanting to participate. There was
no central commitment or statutory requirement. Local authorities were trusted to
develop their own strategy. This was the problem. Another CDP team in the Benwell
area of Newcastle highlighted similar problems. Research into slum clearance plans for
the area showed that the council had left residents ill-informed about the process, the plans
for the redevelopment of the whole and about their rights regarding compensation,
rehousing and the public enquiry ([CDP] 1974b, 1). Newcastle City Council was criti-
cized for its lack of interaction with tenants. The Team claimed that ‘despite a high level
of interest amongst residents in the area’ there was still a ‘great deal of dissatisfaction
with the amount and nature of consultation provided by the council’ ([CDP] 1974b, 1).
Most of the information provided for residents was given at statutory legal junctures in
the process and was ‘extremely formal and technical’, making it difficult ‘for the average
man in the street to understand’ ([CDP] 1974b, 1). Tenants were still treated as incon-
sequential to the whole process because of the flow and nature of the information pre-
sented. It was a systemic failure. They felt that compensation and rehousing policies should
be transparent and clearly explained ([CDP] 1974b, 2). Above all, they demanded ‘real
participation’.
The Team claimed that ‘virtually no attention has been paid to involving the residents

themselves’, and that neither before nor after the public enquiry were residents given the
opportunity to ‘challenge debate or alter the corporation’s plans’ ([CDP] 1974b, 3).
The public inquiry occurred during working hours without offer of compensation for
the loss of wages, which deterred many people who were already struggling with low
incomes. Moreover, as was generally the case, those residents who were able to attend
and who did try to challenge the plans were told that the inquiry was not concerned
with public views but was a legal forum for the council, government and property
owners to discuss compensation ([CDP] 1974b, 3).8 One group of residents was so
‘frustrated with the outcome of the public inquiry’ that they organized their own ‘real’
public inquiry which avoided the technical aspects of compensation but which asked the
most pressing question ‘where and when will I be rehoused?’ ([CDP] 1974b, 3). The
residents at the meeting ‘expressed great dissatisfaction with redevelopment plans’ which
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were only now, at the end of the process, just starting to be discussed in detail with
them, and even then it was only as a result of initiatives which they had themselves
organized. The Team strongly urged the council, to which they were reporting, that, as
a ‘matter of course’, residents should always be given the opportunity to take a ‘struc-
tured and on-going place in discussions about clearance and redevelopment’ ([CDP]
1974b, 4). They told the council that in their experience residents were not apathetic to
policy and that their experience ‘confounds the notion that residents in clearance areas
are not interested in intelligent discussion about their future and just want to get out’
([CDP] 1974b, 4). The council’s failure to engage, they stated, was having a destructive
impact on community cohesion. In a damning claim, they believed that ‘what is hap-
pening is that a lack of information and real consultation promotes a disruption of any
cohesion and interest in the neighbourhood’ and that this created a vacuum in which
‘myths abound’ so that when a plan was created in ‘isolation from the residents’ then it
was ‘hardly surprising that it is out of touch with their wishes and often rejected by
them’ ([CDP] 1974b, 4). This failure led to disillusionment and dislocation. It was this,
not a lack of interest, which generated a feeling of apathy.
Some of the Community Development Project reports and opinions must be treated

with a caveat. A significant number of the workers and authors promoted a Marxist
agenda and, for them, the concept of participation was ultimately designed to have far-
reaching consequences. Nevertheless, in the narrow field of planning and the local
authority, participation had never been on the agenda. The future leader of Newcastle
City Council, Jon Gower Davies, described the total lack of regard for tenant views
during the Rye Hill Improvement Scheme in the mid-1960s (Davies 1972).9 Davies
commissioned a tenant questionnaire in 1974 to consider resident opinions in potential
Housing Action Areas. This survey highlighted the opposition to clearance policies, a
strong attachment to the area and a desire for better quality homes ([CDP] 1975,
appendix, 7). It was a pointless exercise. The CDP report claimed that residents actually
had only two ‘unpleasant alternatives’. They could choose ‘removal to possibly incon-
venient council estates after a long period of blight and upheaval’, or they could suffer
‘poor environmental conditions and the strong likelihood that house improvements will
not be carried out’ ([CDP] 1975, appendix, 7).
Local authorities continued to avoid the concept of participation in planning. The

redevelopment of the Newton Heath area of Manchester underlined the lack of genuine
regard for the idea of including residents in the planning process (Shapely 2011). Con-
temporary research into participation in the 1970s highlighted the basic discrepancies
between policy and practice. Peter Hain’s study of the redevelopment of Covent Garden
showed how resident forums could be subverted to the needs of the local authority, creating
a consensus which supported their plans rather than challenged their power. Hain
described how the GLC was able to dominate and manipulate the Covent Garden
Forum so that they were able to control and regulate its activities (Hain 1982, 38). In
practice, participation meant ‘educating’ the public into accepting planning proposals,
avoiding conflict and obtaining agreement for government policies (Hain 1982, 32–3).

Conclusion

The Skeffington Report was criticized for a number of reasons. It failed to
distinguish between different types of participation, from public involvement in the
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actual decision-making process and what was, in reality, an exercise in education and
public relations (Leigh 1977, 154). There was no definition of what was actually meant by
‘participation’ in practice. It remained largely undetermined and vague.10 The idea of the
Report was to translate the requirements of the 1968 Town and Country Planning Act
with the statutory requirements for publicity and public participation into actual practice
at the local level, but it never really explained how this might be achieved (Hansard
1969, col. 246w). Nor could it compel local authorities to take decisive action. They
were still allowed to define the parameters through which a system might operate or, as
was usually the case, still allowed to simply kick it into the long grass. There was no
effective systematic approach, no obligation, no sanctions and no timetable.
The Report had never fully grasped the shift in power at the local level needed to

make participation effective, the broader political implications of participation. When it
came to facing this reality, local authorities clung on to their power and authority.
Councils such as Coventry liked to portray themselves as embracing the idea of partici-
pation in planning, but the reality was very different. Although they wanted to show
that they had a history of consulting people, when faced with the reality of engaging in
a community forum they delayed making any commitment until they finally rejected
the idea on the basis that it was not practical within their time restraints. Whilst the
mechanics did need consideration, there was an underlying sense that participation
through a forum would challenge the power and authority of elected and unelected
officials alike. Local authorities clung to their centralized administrative systems of con-
trol and command over policy and resources (Daniel 1970).
Despite the critics and shortcomings, the Skeffington Report continually emphasized

the need to engage with all members of communities affected by planning. As such, it is
a genuine attempt to encourage and suggest ways of developing participatory democracy.
The problem was that in the 1960s and 1970s, ‘participation’ was still a concept in its
infancy. Yet after only 18 months of investigation and deliberation, the Committee was
meant to produce a report which showed the way forward. Condemning it as naive is
unfair. Rather, they were faced with an impossible task, at least in the short-term.
Nevertheless, the Report signalled the start of a shift in thinking and approaches as to
how policy should be developed and managed. The idea of creating community forums
and the appointment of community development officers was in vogue, but it was
actually a rushed suggestion in the face of limited time. In practice, professionals and
council officials believed the aim of the suggested reforms was to create a consensus that
would smooth over the planning process, not to create debate and absorb ideas from
within the communities. Effective participation remained problematic. But it has con-
tinued to be a central feature in the evolution of the decision-making process.
The underlying danger with participation was that it would prove to be little more

than tokenism. S. R. Arnstein’s ladder of participation underlined the different rungs
leading towards an effective model (Arnstein 1969; see also Quetzal and McCallum
2006; Collins and Ison 2006). Only the top three rungs of the ladder (partnership,
delegated power and citizen control) were effective means of citizen participation. The
others were either non-participation (therapy and manipulation) or were just token
gestures (informing, consulting and placating). Since the Skeffington Report, outcomes
have been either top-down local authority controlled or bottom-up attempts at power
sharing (see also Hill 2000, 106–7). There is still concern that while protest against some
planning decisions can attract a great deal of attention, publicity and sympathy, others,
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such as the poor, unemployed, homeless and ethnic minorities remain passive voices
(Hill 2000, 107). The problem of social and political exclusion remains. It was a concern
which influenced government policies from the mid-1960s. Slum clearance, industrial
scale redevelopment, migration, rapid immigration and long-term economic decline had
undermined social cohesion in many urban communities. The rediscovery of poverty
highlighted the limitations of welfare. Slumland was replaced by perceptions of the
‘inner city’, defined by concentrated levels of deprivation, of the poor, low paid,
unskilled and elderly, each with a heavy reliance on social security. They had no
representation. The Labour movement was more concerned with their members and
with pay and conditions at work. The open ended housing market left the door open
for social mobility, enabling people with the job and resources to move into private
houses and away from the council estates. For those left behind, social dislocation
increased. It is a long, historical and structural problem. However, if participation is to
be an effective means of expanding democracy then exclusion must still be addressed
(Hill 2000, 123). Despite the criticisms, the fundamental values of the Skeffington
Report have become accepted normative principles in the rhetoric of planning. Recent
studies have pointed ways forward. The perceived importance of the ‘stakeholder’ is claimed
to be of central importance (see, for instance, Baker, Coafee and Sherriff 2006, 1–30).
New ways of developing a collaborative planning process, of building community links
and developing participation culture have and will continue to be discussed and debated
(see, for example, Healey 2006; Allmendiner and Tewdwr-Jones 2002; Woltjer 2009).
There are some fundamental reasons as to why it is still being debated if not avoided.

Public participation throws up a number of challenges and conflicts which explain why
it has been so difficult to reach a consensus and an effective working model. Planners
and politicians have often defended what is effectively their territory, their power and
authority. The vision, the status of creating the big plan, was at times jealously guarded.
Participation was seen as a challenge to the expertise of the professional. In the 1950s
and 1960s there were added pressures, including the time-scales, costs, the sheer size of
the projects and the political process. Moreover, few ordinary people actually had a
‘vision’. There was little in the way of a grass-roots movement demanding an alternative
to what was offered. There was an underlying faith in the knowledge of the planners
and architects. People wanted the slums cleared, an end to overcrowding, dirt and
environmental decay. The largely untried alternatives being offered promised a new
standard of living. For many, the reality of the choices made by the professionals and
local authorities shook this trust. People had opinions, few of which embraced mod-
ernism. Tenant groups emerged from the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s to give
residents a voice. They were formed for different reasons, including as a protest against
rent rises, the lack of social facilities, future development plans, the poor quality of the
new homes and the impact of planning blight. Skeffington was important precisely
because it was the moment when the state gave implicit recognition to the legitimacy of
the people having a stake in their own environment.

Notes
1 The issue was discussed in Britain by Josephine Reynolds (1969).
2 Damer was a lecturer in sociology in the School of Architecture, Building Science and Urban
Planning in the University of Strathclyde while Hague was a lecturer in the Department of Town
and Country Planning at Heriot-Watt.
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3 Donnison was Director of the Centre for Environmental Studies. He also advised the Conservative
government and was influential in the creation of the experimental Neighbourhood Scheme. Levin
was a Senior Research Officer at the LSE.

4 Residents were not the only ones left frustrated by the process (see Adams 2011).
5 Skeffington also served as chair of the Labour Party. He was a former lecturer and qualified
barrister. He died on 18 February 1971 at the age of 61.

6 For a full Committee list see Great Britain 1969, 1.
7 The idea of forums was experimented with inWest Germany, notably in Munich, during the late 1960s.
8 Residents were faced with the same situation across the country (Shapely 2011).
9 Davies eventually became a lecturer at Newcastle University.
10 Sebastian Haumann has highlighted how participation in the West German and US context left a

great deal of room for diverging interpretations at the local level (Haumann 2012).
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